WHAT EXACTLY ARE WE TESTING WHEN WE CLAIM TO BE TESTING MOTI-illR-TONGUE COMMUNICATIVE COMPETENCE?
Norah Haussmann -Human Sciences Research Council, Pretoria INTRODUCTION I am assuming that most of you are either linguists or representatives from various language professions, and as such, I am sure that you have all at some time or another wrestled with the question as to what it is that we are testing when we claim to be testing mother-tongue competence. I know that for me, even after twenty years in the profession, the concept remains as elusive as one's LQ. To make matters worse, in more recent years, we have been confronted by the notion of "communicative competence".
As stated in my abstract, in the testing of mother-tongue competence it is vital to have a thorough understanding of what it means to be competent in one's mother-tongue. After all, before we can test anything, we need to know what it is that we are attempting to measure.
In the ensuing discussion I hope to highlight the fact that a teacher's understanding of what is meant by the terms "competence" or "communicative competence" is not the same as that of the general linguist. What the teacher sees as "competence" or "communicative competence", the general linguist labels "performance". Such differences in understanding often create confusion and dispute in decisions related to language testing.' Being actively involved in the testing of mother-tongue language at senior secondary level, I have become increasingly aware of such disputes -especially when it comes to discussions 011 the relatively new communicative approach to language testing. This being the case, I would like to state quite baldly that I regard the term "communicative competence" as a misleading and unnecessary substitute for "perfonnance".
If one is not involved in the crucial judgements which need to be made when testing language http://spilplus.journals.ac.za/ -especially at matriculation level -perhaps the most crucial stage in one's education -then one could adopt the attitude of the irresponsible star-crossed lover, Juliet, and ask "What's in a name ... ?" However, when decisions must be made which affect the lives of people, perhaps the more ironically cautious words of Humpty Dumpty warrant a thought: To get to the point, I will be devoting some time to discussing the difference in meaning of such names or terms as "competence", "communicative competence", "mother-tongue competence", and "performance". An attempt to clarify their meaning will, I think, highlight the contribution that the discoveries of the linguist can make to the solution of some of the problems which arise in the course of language testing. Before discussing the various terms, I would, however, like to briefly define the field of applied linguistics as, of all the linguistic disciplines, applied linguistics is the most closely related to language teaching.
DEFINING THE FIELD OF APPLIED LINGUISTICS
Unlike general linguistics, or psycholinguistics, for example, applied linguistics is -as its name implies -an acth'ity. It is not a theoretical study. But, the important thing to note is that applied linguistics makes use o/thefilldings a/theoretical studies. The applied linguist is thus a consumer, or a user, but not a producer of theories. Language teaching is also an activity, but it is not the same activity as applied linguistics. As Pit Corder (1973) explains, "It is only when we interpret language teaching in the very broadest sense to include all the planning and decision-making which takes place outside the classroom, that there may be an http://spilplus.journals.ac.za/ element of applied linguistics in language teaching" (pp. 10-11).
A revicw of the literature reveals that the discipline of applied linguistics is, in some quarters, regarded as practically synonymous with "the study of second and foreign language teaching". In fact, it is precisely defined as such by Richards, Platt and Webber (1985, p. IS). However, 1 believe that applied linguistics must include the domain of mother-tongue teaching. After all, "mother-tongue competence" is the aim of second-language teaching.
And then, because evaluation is such an integral part of teaching, a direct implication of the definition is that it must include the study of language testing. In fact, Alderson (1990) actually defines language testing as "an area of applied linguistics that combincs the exercise of professional judgement about language ... with empirical data about student performance and, by inference, their abilities" (p. I).
THE SIM1LAR NATlJRE OF MOTHER-TONGUE COMPETENCE AND COMMUNICATIVE COMPETENCE Another point which I would like to stress at the outset is that, if I take into account various linguistic definitions of the term "communicative competence", then I cannot see the difference between it and "mother-tongue competence". This must sound very confusing in view of the fact that I opened by stating quite categorically that I regard "communicative competence" as an unwarranted substitute for "performance". But, as I progress, I hope you will follow my reasoning.
As is the case with "applied linguistics", the term "communicative competence" also seems to relate predominantly to second-language teaching. It is in fact, very difficult to come by any literature on "communicative competence" which does relate to mother-tongue language.
However, I believe the second-language literature dealing with the concept is equally pertinent to mother-tongue competence, if not more so.
For the sake of brevity, I cite only one brief definition of communicative competence -that of Richards, Platt and Webber (1985) -. but it is one with which most proponents of the http://spilplus.journals.ac.za/ notion seem to accord. Communicative competence is defined as "the ability not only to apply grammatical rules of a language in order to form grammatically correct sentences, but also to know when and where to use these sentences and to whom" (p.49). Now, were I to attempt a defmition of" mother-tongue competence", it would probably read very similarly to this definition. But, ironically, although I make a claim for the almost identical nature of "mother-tongue competence" and "communicative competence", I somehow find it easier to grasp the essential difference between "mother-tongue competence" and "perfonnance" than that between "communicative competence" and "perfonnallce". Perhaps this is because I accept Chomsky's (1965) distinction between "competence" and "performance". That is, his distinction betwccn innate knowledge of a language (competence) as opposed to actual use of a language (performance).
The important point which I wish to stress is that when language teachers speak of testing their pupils' "competence" -be it "mother-tongue competence" or "communicative competence", I believe they are in fact, testing what many linguists -and especially disciples of Chomsky, would probably call "performance". After all, it seems inevitable that the association of "communication" with "competence" must bring in aspects of performance.
In other words, when we talk about "communicative competence" in the context of language testing, it is difficult to escape the conclusion that we are talking about the "ability to perfonn".
According to Newmeyer (1983) it is Hymes who, in 1971, first coined the term "communicative competence" as "the most general term for the speaking and hearing capabilities of a person" (1971, p. 16 , cited by Newmeyer, p. 37). Newmeyer contends that it was dissatisfaction with Chomsky's (1965) characterization of "competence" and "performance" which led linguists like Hymes to apply the notion of a speaker's "competence" to a far broader range of abilities than the innate knowledge of the structure of our language. Newmeyer believes that the term "communicative competence" "creates a pernicious ambiguity where none existed" (p. 38). And Taylor (1988) , is even more dissatisfied with the term. His view is that much would be clarified if we did away with it completely as it has been so abused that it has lost all precise meaning. According to him, http://spilplus.journals.ac.za/ "the vague meaning that it does seem to ·have (,ability to perform') has no recognizable connection at all with competence as originally defined" (p. 166). I am inclined to agree with both Newmeyer and Taylor.
THE NOTION OF "COMPETENCE"
It seems that the individual words "communicative" or "mother-tongue" are not the source of confusion or dispute. Rather, it is the concept of "competence" which, in spite of an abundance of literature on the notion, remains ambiguous and therefore problematic. What then is meant by "competence" in a language? What do we know when we know a language? Exactly what does it mean to say that someone is a skilled, or a literate, or a fluent or a competent user of his mother-tongue? How, if at all, can the linguist help the teacher-or vice versa -to understand what is being tested when one tests an individual's mother-tongue competence?
To answer such questions, we need to know, of course, what linguists, psychologists and teachers have learned about the nature of language competence. Mellon (1981) says that "in order to appreciate the implications for teaching and testing that arise from the idea of mother-tongue competence, we must first be certain we understand that competence is an 'innate, invariant ability' and not a 'variable skill'" (p.28) At this point, I would again again like to remind you that what teachers call "competence", linguists generally view as as "performance". Mellon sees "performance" as "the variable use of competence in different language situations across the whole life span" (p.28). Competen~e, in contrast, he believes, should be "compared with other in variate human abilities, for example, the ability to walk upright. Every child who is not congenitally crippled learns to walk upright, learns without teaChing, and learns equally well. In short, language competence is the same for all children, and offers the same springboard to school-fostered acquisition of performance skills" (p.28).
Many linguists and teachers might accept Mellon's description of competence as "innate" and "invariable", but his linking of these two adjectives with the word "ability" is what creates http://spilplus.journals.ac.za/ a problem. In fact, Taylor (1988) is of the opinion that much of the confusion surrounding the notion of competence has come about through the widespread interpretation of competence to include the idea of "ability".
Foremost among the causes of the confusion is perhaps the ordinary common sense use of the word "competence". For example, Collins English Dictionary (1986) cites as one of its meanings "the condition of being capable or able; ability" (p.332). There is thus a natural tendency to associate "ability" with "competence". However, it should be noted that Chomsky, the linguist who first drew attention to the distinction between competence and performance, has always excluded the idea of "ability" in his definition of competence:
Linguistic theory is primarily concerned with an ideal speaker-listener, in a completely homogeneous speech community ... We thus make a jundamenlal distinction between "competence" (the speaker-hearer's knowledge of the language) and "performance ", the actual use of language in concrete situations. (Chomsky, 1965, pp.3-4) From this definition, it is apparent that Chomsky is clearly concerned with idealization, and when he later (in the same work) refers to "intrinsic tacit knowledge" or "competence" (p.4D) , he establishes with absolute clarity the basic distinction between knowledge on the one hand, and the ability to use that knowledge on the other. In other words, "intrinsic tacit knowledge" clearly equates "competence" with "knowledge" and in so doing, excludes the idea of "ability". Taylor (1988) claims that researchers like Campbell and Wales (1970) and Greene (1972) are responsible for the initial confusion in the field of linguistics. In addition to making the misleading connection between competence and ability, such researchers add to the confusion by interpreting Chomsky'S definition of competence as having something to do with 'cognitive processes (p.15D). For Chomsky, competence is Clearly a state and not a process; it has nothing to do with "capacity" or "ability". Both in 1975 and in 1980, he very explicitly describes his conception of knowledge as a state:
http://spilplus.journals.ac.za/ notions ·capacity" and "family of dispositions" are more closely related to behavior and "language use· ... (1975, pp.23-24) ;
and:
To know a language, 1 am assuming, is to be in a certain mental state ... (1980, p. 48).
Chomsky explains that any attempt to characterize knowledge of language as a capacity or ability to do something, would mislead one to "conclude that behavior provides a criterion for the possession of knowledge." He argues convincingly that if, by contrast, "such knowle.dge is characterized in terms of mental state and structure, behavior simply provides el'idence for possession of knowledge ... " (p.48). Chomsky, in other words, is concerned with the product rather than the process.
We see then that for Chomsky, competence is a static concept relating to individuals. The individuals he has in mind are ideal, monolingual native speakers. Taylor (1988) rightly asserts that later attempts to apply the concept to second-language learners are thus fraught with problems. His argument is that "if competence is something which characterizes individuals, it follows that it has an absolute quality and that no comparison is involved or is even possible" (p.IS3). In other words, like Mellon (1981), Taylor (1988) also regards competence as a property of the individual, similar to the colour of his or h~r eyes or hair.
It is something that is given, or innate; "it is biologically based" (p.IS3). These views certainly accord with the statement made by Chomsky (1980) : "Ultimately the study of language is part of human biology" (p.226). Hymes (1972) , like many linguists, finds Chomsky's view of competence lacking in that it has no place for sociocultural factors. His argument is that one of the things we know about language is how to use it appropriately. His actual words are " ... as some aspects of what Chomsky lumps together in a type of residual 'dustbin' (performance) are systematic, they http://spilplus.journals.ac.za/ can be described in the form of rules, and can thus be seen as a form of competence" (p. 272). His point is a valid one, and Chomsky himself acknowledges this later when, in addition to "grammatical competence" he recognizes "pragmatic competence", which he conceives as underlying the ability to make use of grammatical competence (Chomsky, 1980, p.59) .
In this sense, Hymes' argument is, in fact, a positive contribution to our understanding of what it means to know a language, because, as Taylor (1988) points out, "it certainly succeeds in tightening up the concept of perfonnance by isolating from it aspects of language use that can be explained in terms of underlying knowledge which we can represent. as a system of rules" (p.155).
Unfortunately though, when Hymes (1972) discusses the notion of competence, his argument is confused. As soon as he incorporates the idea of "ability", as is seen when he talks about "competence in production" (p.275) or "the specification of 'ability for use' as part of competence" (p.283) he, like Mellon (1981), Campbell and Wales (1970) and Greene (1972) , is introducing an element which is not present in Chomsky'S formulation of the idea. He might argue that he is merely" extending" Chomsky's idea of competence in order to cater for sociocultural factors, but he is in fact, introducing, a very "different" concept. The end result is that he subtly manages to create the impression that all aspects of language use fall within the domain of "competence", thus implying that they can be accounted for systematically in terms of rules. Chomsky (1975) is however, categoric on this point. He might recognize "pragmatic competence", but he also insists that "the 'creative aspect of language use' remains as much a mystery to us as it was to the Cartesians" (p. 138). With this I must agree.
The use of the term "competence" becomes even more confusing in psychological and educational literature. In psychology, competence is clearly associated with "skills" and "capacity", and there Seems to be little suggestion of "mental state" or even "knowledge".
For instance, Turner (1980) , in a review of the psychological literature on competence, distinguishes between "cognitive competence" and "social competence" as follows: the first concerns, among other things, "those basic skills which are a precondition for subsequent skills", while the second involves "certain int;rpersonal problem-solving skills" (pp. 39 and http://spilplus.journals.ac.za/ 43). Competence, in general, is seen as relating to "an underlying organizaJion of skills" (p.4D). Interestingly, this inclusion of the notion of "skills" holds great appeal for those concerned with language teaching and testing. There is certainly no language syllabus or test specification which does not include in its aims the fostering and/or testing of skiJls. But, I must again point out that when we talk of testing language skills, we are more in line with Chomsky's (1965) idea of performance than with his concept of competence.
Given a\l these notions of competence, and there are many more, it is not surprisirig that we should feel frustration when attempting to define for ourselves what it is that we are testing when we claim to be testing mother-tongue competence -especially if we bear in mind that we need to tum to the disciplines discussed above for guidance when making important decisions.
HOW CAN WE CLARIFY THE CONFUSION?
The question then arises whether there is in fact any way in which we can go about using the terms "competence" and "communicative competence" unambiguously or consistently? It would seem that most of the confusion occurs when competence is so-called "extended" to include process as well as product, function as well as form -in other words, when no distinction is lucidly made between states and dynamic processes. This comes about when we move beyond the original domain of Chomsky's (1965) "ideal speaker-hearer". Ironically it is the language teaching specialist, the applied linguist, who is obliged to do just this! The applied linguist must take a broader view of language and avail himself of the theories of other disciplines such as psychology and education. He is after all, dealing with real, live people -not ideal, non-existent speakers. He must take into account processes and functions.
Nevertheless, although it is clear that Chomsky's notion of competence can only playa small part in a language teacher's perception of teaching and testing, the fact that the term is used so widely and so diversely in so many different domains, indicates that there is still a need for some such distinction as the one which Chomsky makes between competence and performance. We must be able to distinguish, at some stage, between what a speaker "knows" and what he "does". For example, if we test a dumb person, is it fair to assume http://spilplus.journals.ac.za/ that he is not competent in his mother-tongue simply because he cannot "perform" with his mouth?
I believe that within the domain of language teaching, a common sense or logical solution to the problem might be simply to acknowledge that when a teacher applies a test, no matter what testing method or measuring instrument he uses, he is testing a pupil's perfonnancenot his competence. In short, I repeat that the term "communicative competence" is an unnecessary and confusing substitute for Chomsky's (1965) explicit defInition of performance as "behavior':, "the use of knowledge of language" or "the actual use of language in concrete situations" (p. 4).
Another thing which makes me much happier with Chomsky's notion of performance is that besides his presupposition of competence for every instance of performance, he does provide for the many other factors that also contribute to performance. These include the speakerhearer's memory structure, his mode of organizing experience, his perceptual mechanisms, attention span and so forth (p. 3). In other words, in my view, he has made ample provision for all the factors which the various proponents of "communicative competence" wish to embrace in their confusing and unnecessary term. Of interest is the fact that although
Chomsky has apparently indicated his awareness of the use of the term "communicative competence", according to Botha (1987) , he has not commented directly on its merits or limitations (Botha, p. 252) . His silence on the subject is perhaps deliberate: he has expressed himself explicitly and his defInitions require no further clarifIcation.
In view of the linguist's distinction between competence and performance, a teacher might well then argue that it is not necessary to pay attention to competence and that all their teaching and testing methods should concentrate on performance skills; skills that are teachable and testable. But, although linguists may claim that competence is not teachable, paradoxically, a number of vitally important guidelines for the teaching of performance skills arise from the linguist's view of competence.
http://spilplus.journals.ac.za/
HOW CAN LINGUISTICS ASSIST THE LANGUAGE TEACHER?
As already intimated, the linguist views competence as partly innate and partly taken from the environment in a mysterious, as yet, not fully understood process. Fromkin and Rodman (1983) claim that it is acquired during the first four or five years of life, and that it is more or less the same for all children regardless of differences in intelligence, culture, or environment (p. 341). They explain that "it is this human capacity to acquire language that has led to the 'innateness hypothesis' of child language acquisition" (p. 342). Thus, when linguists use the term "mother-tongue competence" they are not referring to observable instances of language use like reading a novel, writing an essay or delivering a speech. They are referring to a complex network of unconscious knowledge within our minds, knowledge that informs such language use, that makes such usage possible. There are many elements in this network of unconscious knowledge. As Mellon (1981) observes, a complete list "w",uld read like a litany of linguistic jargon" (p. 27). It is not possible to discuss all the components of this network of unconscious knowledge. What is of importance though, is to recognize that such components have been identified by linguists and that their identification serves to illustrate the truism that to knolV a language is to know a great deal more than we realize we know.
Mother-tongue competence may sound abstract and technical in linguistic terminology, but all children from kindergarten on possess it. As Mellon (1981) says, they "acquire it uniformly and wholly as a result of learning processes innately scheduled in every child" (p.28). Any Grade 1 teacher will agree that when children arrive at school for their first formal tuition, they already know the principles of the word order in their mother-tongue; they already know semantic relationships, not thcir names, but what they are. They already have lexical features ready for use in subsequent vocabulary learning; they already 'lise sentence-combining transformations in their speech, though not nearly as many as they will use as adults; and they already possess the principle of logical conjunction. The most important thing to remember about mother-tongue competence is simply that it exists. If we keep this in mind, we will appreciate that in the teaChing and testing of language, the appropriate pedagogy for all children, not merely "gifted" children, is one which will lead students into increasingly mature uses of the linguistic system they already possess.
To re-iterate, given the distinction between competence and performance, in the realm of schooling, it is not really mother-tongue competence that we endeavour to measure, but rather the variable skills of mother-tongue perjol7TlGnce. If I had the time, 1 would really like to discuss these variable skills and their complex implications for teaching and testing.
Just by way of a very short example for instance, can anyone here explain what exactly the testing of so-called simple "reading comprehension" entails? Although I have written two lengthy chapters on the subject, I can provide no definitive answer. All I can say with certainty is that reading comprehension is by no means a passive skill. It requires high-level language ability, including the creatil'e ability to construct meaning from text. As Schroen (1990) puts it, "(reading comprehension) involves being able to follow a logical sequence, to predict and anticipate, to reason from cause to effect, to make inferences and deductions from given evidence, to evaluate and compare, to distinguish betwccn fact and opinion, and so on" (p. 38). Such assertions regarding the complex skills inherent in reading alone, which is only one of the four language modes, again make us aware of how difficult a task it is to explain what it means to be competent in one's mother tongue.
CONCLUSION
It seems then that I conclude on a very inconclusive note. But, sueh is the nature of language. I hope I have at least conveyed my belief that in an already complex field such as language teaching and testing, we should strive for clarity in terminology -not add to the complexity with new ambiguous terms. I conclude by re-emphasizing that when we claim to be testing competence, be it mother-tongue competence or communicative competence, we are in reality, testing perjonnance. After all, as Botha (1987) puts it, "even the linguist, on Chomsky's (1980, p. 225) view, has no other way of studying competence other than through performance" (p. 102).
It is not Chomsky who confuses us. It is those who have somehow managed to shroud his very clear distinction in obscurity. Indeed, this is all very reminiscent of Einstein's theory http://spilplus.journals.ac.za/
